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Theater review: Cultures clash 
and blend in ‘Flower Drum 
Song’ 


A San Francisco nightclub empresario (Wesley Mouri, left) and a recent emigre 
from China (Stephanie Bertumen) meet — and maybe find love? — in the culture- 
blending musical, “Flower Drum Song.” (Rich Ryan photo) 
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Every theater fan knows the Rodgers & Hammerstein musicals but the pleasure of 


their “Flower Drum Song” is that there’s a good chance it’s new to you. 


| could sing for you the entire scores of “The Sound of Music,” “South Pacific” and 
“Carousel” — although, believe me, you would not want to hear it — but | suspect I am 
not alone in being unfamiliar with “Flower Drum Song,” which opened at Park Square 
Theatre on Friday in a co-production with Mu Performing Arts. Mu also did it in 2009, 
with a new book from playwright David Henry Hwang, but the 1958 show doesn’t get 
revived often so this production feels both classic and fresh, like a treasure that’s 


being discovered anew. 


Much of that has to do with the score. Even if you don’t know the songs — including “A 
Hundred Million Miracles” and “I Enjoy Being a Girl” — their clever wordplay and 
earwormy tunes are instantly recognizable as the work of master showmen. And | 
don’t know why this production’s stand-out number, “Don’t Marry Me,” isn’t better- 
known. Like “I Remember It Well” from “Gigi” and “Get Me to the Church on Time” 
from “My Fair Lady,” it’s the sort of comic, character number that is virtually 


guaranteed to stop the show. 
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Which it does in this production, under the direction of Mu’s Randy Reyes. “Don’t 
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Marry Me” is a duet sung by “Flower Drum Song”‘s two best supporting characters: 
Wang (Sherwin Resurreccion), a San Francisco performer in traditional, Chinese-style 
opera who has shifted to a modern performing mode, and canny Madame Liang (Katie 
Bradley), who convinced him to make the shift. Both have been around the block a 
time or two or four, so the song is them warning each other that they’re not 
relationship material while — in one of those gentle ironies Rodgers & Hammerstein 
were so good at — falling for each other, anyway. Resurreccion and Bradley sell every 
shift in the tricky song, which advances the plot and reveals unexpected dimensions 


of their characters. 


That sort of advancement doesn’t always happen in this ambitious show, particularly 
in the first act. It must have been tricky to retain the Rodgers & Hammerstein songs 
while re-imagining the story from which they sprang, and, although Hwang’s wit is 
very much in evidence, the re-imagining doesn’t always work. Some of the 
characterizations in “Flower Drum Song” are thin and some songs feel pasted onto 


the show, rather than an organic part of it. 


That’s especially clear in the romantic triangle at the heart of the show: Wang’s 
progressive son, Ta (Wesley Mouri), is torn between Linda (lively Meghan Kreidler), a 
brassy singer who seems to have jazz-stepped into “Flower Drum Song” from a Bob 
Fosse show, and Mei-Li (Stephanie Bertumen), a new arrival in San Francisco who’s 
determined to hold onto her Chinese culture while pursuing the American dream. A 
lot happens between those three and, often, it feels motivated by a need to get onto 


the next plot development. 
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Fortunately, “Flower Drum Song”‘s interest in the tension between immigrants’ desire 
to preserve their cultures and assimilate into America, pays off in a poignant flourish 
during the curtain call. Previously, the show has noted that it’s mathematically 
impossible to be both 100 percent American and 100 percent Chinese but the curtain 
call persuasively makes a case that it’s not just possible to merge cultures. It’s one of 


the most beautiful things we can do. 


IF YOU GO 


What: “Flower Drum Song” 


When: Through Feb. 19 
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Where: Park Square Theatre, 20 W. Seventh Place, St. Paul 


Tickets: $70-$50, 651-291-7005 or parksquaretheatre.org 


Capsule: A gorgeous score remains the star of the show. 
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